Social capital, quality of life and information and communication technologies by Anderson, Ben
Routledge Research
PR
OO
F O
NL
Y
12 Social capital, quality of life and
information and communication
technologies
Ben Anderson
Introduction
The conclusions of the European Council’s Lisbon summit of 2000 clearly state
that a shift to a knowledge-based economy will not only be a powerful engine
for growth, competitiveness and jobs, but ‘in addition . . . will be capable of
improving citizens’ quality of life . . .’ (FP6 IST WP2003-4, paragraph 8).
In addition, the e-Europe 2005 agenda document states:
The information society has much untapped potential to improve pro-
ductivity and the quality of life. . . . New services, applications and
content will create new markets and provide the means to increase pro-
ductivity and hence growth and employment throughout the economy.
(CEC, 2002: 2)
This statement, on which much of the subsequent e-Europe 2005 agenda
depends, is intended to show how ICT investment can support the Lisbon
objectives of increased productivity and quality of life (QoL) through
increased economic participation.
However, there is growing evidence that one of the key characteristics of
the information and communications technology revolution is not so much
access to knowledge, information or work, but access to other people, as the
explosion in, and revenues generated by, person-to-person communication
services attests. It has also long been recognised that resources accessed
through inter-personal and community-based social relationships (known as
‘social capital’) can be critical energisers of social and economic regeneration
and contributors to overall quality of life, as we discuss below.
To bring this analysis into an ICT context, Ling et al. (2002) introduced
the idea that social capital, perceived quality of life and usage of ICTs might
be linked.
Their conceptual model is as follows:
A person’s [perceived] QoL score depends on a range of variables includ-
ing several types of social capital, socioeconomic situation, life
stage/lifestyle, personality and attitudes. Some ISTs may mediate some
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of these variables. Thus the ISTs themselves are not necessarily signific-
ant factors, but they may enhance behaviours that are associated with
increased QoL.
(2002: 25)
Clearly this is a very simple model of the components of quality of life.
However, it draws attention to the fact that the e-Europe agenda focuses
excessively on economic (employment growth) considerations, and even
where it refers to quality of life it ignores many related aspects, such as
human and social capital. This chapter seeks to address this imbalance by
making clear the conceptual and empirical relationships between ICTs,
quality of life and social capital in order to ground the policy debates in con-
crete evidence.
The link between quality of life, social capital and
technology
What precisely do we mean by ‘quality of life’ and also by ‘social capital’?
Unfortunately there is no clear and unequivocal definition of either.
A search of one of the most complete academic literature databases1 for
‘quality of life’ produces 17,689 separate journal articles published over the
last forty years. With such a body of work, it is little wonder that those
seeking to review and assimilate the field have concluded that it is no longer
possible to do so (Cummins, 1997). On the one hand, subjectivists believe
that QoL is only a meaningful concept when subjectively described by indi-
viduals within their life context. Such indicators might include perceptions
of an individual’s own sense of community, safety, happiness, general life
satisfaction, sex life and quality of relationships. One of the strongest criti-
cisms of the subjective approach has been that what is being measured may
well be determined by the individual’s adaptation to their life experiences.
To avoid this problem, objectivists believe that quality of life can only be
sensibly measured independently of an individual’s life experience. As Fahey
et al. note (2003b), following Cummins (1997), it must be best to combine
the two when speaking of quality of life, and this would surely apply to
the social aspects of quality of life where we can measure both the amount
of communication with friends and subjective factors such as feelings of
loneliness.
Whilst there is not space here to provide a wide-ranging account of all
aspects of QoL (the interested reader is directed to a recent review: Ling et
al., 2004), we should note that there is an emerging consensus that QoL
indicators should include measures of objective and subjective material
resources (Diener et al., 1999; Frijters et al., 2002); education (Fahey et al.,
2003a) and employment (Clark and Oswald, 2002; Blanchflower and
Oswald, 2004); age, family (Adams, 1999) and household factors (Helliwell,
2003); health (Diener et al., 1999), housing and environment (Stewart,
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2003); the political and cultural context (Frey and Stutzer, 2000); leisure
(Wendel-Vos et al., 2004) and social relationships.
Given our interest in the social aspects of QoL, it is to these that we now
turn. Following Bourdieu (1986), we suggest that an individual can draw
upon resources based on whom they know (social capital) as well as what
they possess. It has long been recognised that resources accessed through
inter-personal and community-based social relationships can be critical ener-
gisers of social and economic regeneration and contributors to overall QoL
(see also Ling, this volume, Chapter 11). For example, Putnam finds evid-
ence of positive associations between well-being and higher social cohesion
in terms of civic activities (2000), though Michalos and Zumbo (2000) find
very little effect for a range of measures of the heterogeneity of social net-
works, racial prejudice and ethnicity on reported life satisfaction. Using
country-level data, Helliwell (2003) shows that well-being is positively
linked to a range of social capital indicators, including social trust and
membership of associations. Of course we should note that such cross-
sectional analyses does not prove causation – there is, as yet, rather little
longitudinal analysis to confirm these effects over time.
Other studies show that increases in social participation can have signific-
ant mediating effects on mental and physical health (Myers, 1999), espe-
cially for those not in work and for women, although there is little evidence
that increasing social capital can negate more fundamental structural
inequities in health (Pevalin and Rose, 2003).
Recent British research using the British Household Panel survey (Li et
al., 2003) found that those in disadvantaged positions are more likely to
obtain help through informal neighbourhood relations and especially
kinship (bonding) ties, whilst those more advantaged tended to rely on non-
localised social networks and civic engagement (bridging ties). They also
found that some aspects of social capital have strong associations with social
trust and QoL and, perhaps most importantly of all, that informal forms of
social capital (neighbouring, family and friends networks, etc.) have a
significantly greater explanatory power in explaining differences in QoL
than formal types of social capital such as civic engagement or formal ‘par-
ticipation’. Here then is a hint that ICT policies focusing on civic participa-
tion may be misplaced. Clearly Helliwell and Putnam’s thesis that declining
civic participation and, in particular, formal participation threatens well-
being is but half of the picture, since this perhaps underestimates the
continuing role of informal personal social networking, a concept central to
the analysis we present below.
Turning to the links between ICTs and social capital in the context of
QoL, recent studies of individuals have focused on the use of ICTs to support
those who are home based through economic, age, health (i.e. lack of mobil-
ity) and household situations such as single mothers with no resources for
alternative childcare (Haddon, 2000). These have shown the importance of
communications technologies in combating individuals’ feelings of isolation.
Social capital, quality of life and ICTs 165
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Historically this has been the telephone, but the mobile telephone is being
increasingly used for local interaction, and email is increasingly important
to the maintenance of more distant, difficult to synchronise or international
relationships.
Research questions
For the purposes of this chapter, we focus on subjective aspects of QoL
(happiness/satisfaction) rather than on objective measures. In essence we are
interested in what causes changes in satisfaction at the individual level and
the extent to which these changes can be associated with ICT acquisition
and use and changes in indicators of QoL and social capital. Given our inter-
est in understanding how ICTs mediate aspects of social capital and QoL, we
therefore pose the following questions:
• To what extent is overall subjective QoL at one time predicted by a pre-
vious score? In other words, how much real variation is there that policy
actions could affect?
• What difference do changes in other aspects of QoL make?
• What difference do informal social activities make?
• What difference do formal social activities make?
• What difference do ICTs make?
The rest of this chapter reports analysis of these questions using a relatively
simple longitudinal lagged regression model.
Data considerations
The research uses both waves of the e-Living dataset. The e-Living QoL scale
comprises five different elements with which respondents were asked to
agree/disagree via a Likert scale:
1 Overall the conditions of my life are excellent.
2 I have enough free time to do what I want.
3 The environmental conditions in my area are good.
4 I have good communications with friends.
And for those in paid work only:
5 In most ways my working life is close to ideal.
These items were repeated unchanged in wave one and wave two providing a
constant measure of perceived QoL. We focus here on items 1 to 4, and in
particular on 1 and 4. Item 1 provides an overall QoL score to which the
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next three items might be expected to contribute. We focus then on item 4
as it reflects an element of QoL that most closely relates to social capital and
also, by considering the part of ICTs in communication, to ICTs as well.
Item 5 is discussed elsewhere with respect to flexible and telework (Ander-
son and Yttri, this volume, Chapter 10).
It should be noted that this two-wave sample is not ideal for these pur-
poses. For example, apparent changes in QoL scores over a single twelve-
month period may be measurement error, rather than any sort of real change
or trend and it is not possible to distinguish between the two. As a result we
may not find consistent effects. This clearly calls for a longer-term study
than the two-wave survey analysed here.
However, the data does provide scope for an initial and unique analysis of
the longitudinal components of QoL with respect to social capital and ICT
use.
We present a simple longitudinal model of changing QoL. Using the
wave one and wave two data, we analyse the effect of changing QoL elements
(items 2 to 4 above) as well as a range of social capital and ICT indicators on
changing overall QoL (item 1). This analysis enables us to see which ele-
ments have the strongest effect on overall perceived QoL. The models use
lagged (i.e. wave one) scores for overall QoL to control for QoL level effects
(Finkel, 1995), and difference or transition effects for the explanatory vari-
ables. The full model is described in Table 12.1.
Results
We have run this model for each of the six e-Living countries separately
using ordinary linear regression.2 Table 12.2 shows the results of running a
simple model where only wave one QoL is used to predict wave two QoL.
This gives some indication of the year-to-year variation in overall QoL.
Table 12.3 shows the results for the QoL, social capital and ICT variables in
the full model. Both tables report un-standardised coefficients.
These results can now provide some answers to our key questions.
To what extent is overall subjective QoL at one time predicted by
a previous score?
Overall subjective QoL is very well predicted by previous scores in some
countries. Considering Table 12.2 we find that as much as 21 per cent
(Israel) of current score is predicted by the same score last year, but this falls
to as low as 13 per cent in Bulgaria. In other words, if the year-to-year vari-
ation is largely non-random, then there may be considerable scope to alter
perceived QoL scores through policy actions.
Social capital, quality of life and ICTs 167
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YWhat difference do changes in other aspects of QoL make?Increasing satisfaction with free time made a difference in some countries
(Norway, Israel); increasing satisfaction with environmental conditions
made a difference in all countries except Italy; and increasing satisfaction
with communications with friends made a difference in all countries except
Bulgaria and Israel.
What difference do informal social activities make?
In general, the number of close friends is associated with higher overall QoL
although there is only a statistically significant result in Israel. Changes in
informal leisure activities have mixed effects and again the only statistically
significant result is for Israel, where it is positive.
What difference do formal social activities make?
Membership of formal groups is, in general, negatively associated with
overall QoL, although the only statistically significant result is for Germany
where the effect is positive. Changes to the frequency of engaging in such
activities also has a generally negative effect, although no statistically
significant results were found.
What difference do ICTs make?
As with our social capital indicators, we can also see that ICTs have rather
few effects on overall life satisfaction. One that is notable is that the change
in time spent on the Internet is positively associated with change in QoL in
all countries except the UK, and the result is statistically significant in Italy
and Bulgaria.
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Table 12.2 Overall life satisfaction – simple model (regression coefficients shown)
UK Italy Germany Norway Bulgaria Israel
W 1: overall life 0.434*** 0.360*** 0.394*** 0.380*** 0.373*** 0.411***
satisfaction
Adjusted R2 0.215 0.163 0.198 0.184 0.128 0.214
N 1,137 1,138 1,147 1,208 1,412 1,040
Note
* p0.05, ** p0.01, *** p0.001.
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Conclusions
As we have seen, uptake and usage of ICTs makes little difference to overall
perceived QoL and this is not surprising since there is little reason to
suppose that they would have direct effects. However, the positive relationship
between changes in Internet time and overall QoL adds to the growing body
of evidence showing that heavier Internet use does not lead to reduced social
interactions and, in this case in particular, to reduced QoL as some have sug-
gested (Kraut et al., 1998; Nie, 2001).
Our results are therefore cautious as to the direct effects of ICTs on well-
being. They must also be cautious as to the effects of social capital, as
measured here, on overall QoL since significant effects were few. However,
the lack of an effect for the bridging capital indicators and, indeed, the
possible indication of overall negative effects should make us wary of assum-
ing that investing ICT-development euros in civic ‘e-participation’ will
pay off.
Nevertheless, as this chapter has shown, satisfaction with social inter-
action and with the environment, whether or not mediated in some way by
ICTs, contributes significantly to perceived QoL. The role of ICT policies
must therefore be to focus on second order or indirect effects on overall QoL
via their mediation of these stronger effects.
Indeed this supports the UK Government’s position, which has con-
cluded that ‘the greatest impact on satisfaction came from factors that the
government was among the least qualified agencies to influence – social rela-
tionships’ (UK Cabinet Office, 2002).
This may be the case with respect to direct measures, but it is fairly clear
that social interaction in Europe is strongly supported by a significant
industrial sector – telecommunications. There might therefore be an argu-
ment to be made for investment in research and development activities with
the specific intent of generating new telecommunications products and ser-
vices to support and enhance informal social interaction. This clearly is
policy action, but not of the legislative kind.
Overall, then, we have shown in this chapter how complex the relation-
ships between social capital, ICTs and QoL might be. We have shown the
significance of at least the satisfaction with social relationships for QoL and
raised the possibility, with mixed empirical support, that ICTs may play a
future role in mediating the relationship between social capital and QoL.
Certainly current policy foci on e-inclusion would do well to consider the
explicit role of ICTs and social capital in well-being.
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Note
1 British Library ZETOC journal abstracting service.
2 A principle components analysis produces only one component so averaging
across the items is acceptable.
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